LORD SEL 


KIRK 
AND THE SELKIRK SETTLERS 


SSS SSS... SS S_-  SSasSXS S ss— =: 


LORD SELKIRK 
AND THE SELKIRK SETTLERS 


THE EARL OF SELKIRK 


At the beginning of the 19th century, the publishing of a book called 
“Voyages from Montreal through the Continent of North America’, by 
Alexander Mackenzie influenced a young Scottish nobleman, Thomas, Earl 
of Selkirk,to think over the possibilities of bringing Scottish and Irish peasants 
to this wild and open country. 

Lord Selkirk’s idea was to establish a colony of these peasants somewhat 
inland near the river of Port Nelson which empties into the Hudsons Bay. 
Two reasons for this decision were that: 1) “the climate is far more temperate 
than the shores of the Atlantic under the same parallel and not more severe 
than that of Germany or Poland.””! 

Here the colonists can make their existance liveable by means of agriculture 
and 2) ‘the channel of trade must be the River of Port Nelson.’ 

The second reason for the purpose of (the settlers growing agricultural 
products) trading their goods such as grain, etc. for other subsistances of life. 


OBSTACLES 


One obstacle Lord Selkirk was to be confronted with, at the time, was the 
knowledge that the Hudsons Bay Company had a considerable amount of 
control over the area, which they could not be expected to relinquish easily. 

In his proposals to the Colonial Office, he noted the success in trading 
carried on by the Canadians. He also outlined a scheme by which both the 
Hudson’‘s Bay Company and the Northwest Company would receive profits 
greater than those they enjoyed by a plan of issuing licences and limiting 
traders to particular districts.? 

Alas, though, the proposals which were referred to Lord Buckinghanshire, 
Colonial Secretary, failed for the time being, ‘‘because the prejudices of the 
British people were so strong against emigration.’”* 

In the following year Lord Selkirk organized a group of 800 people for the 
colony. 


Having already visited Canada and the United States to investigate the 
practicability of the emigration project, Lord Selkirk succeeded in organizing 
800 people ready for emigration. Another obstacle, namely the British 
government, stopped this large number from reaching the Americas for a few 
years. 


HUDSON'S BAY COMPANY 

As the years went by Lord Selkirk could not get the assent from the British 
government to colonize the interior of North America and at length decided 
to obtain possession of the property he wanted through the Hudson’s Bay 
Company. First he submitted the charter of the Hudson’s Bay Company to 
the highest legal authorities in London. It was their opinion that the Hudson's 

Bay Company could sell its territory and transfer the rights that were 
bestowed by the charter. Romilly, Holroyd, Cruise, Scarlett, and John Bell all 
agreed that, ‘We are of opinion that the grant of the soil contained in the 
charter is good, and that it will include all the country, the waters of which 
run into Hudsons Bay, as ascertained by geographical observation.’ 

Lord Selkirk now started the wheels in motion and proceeded to obtain 
control of the stock of the Hudson’s Bay Company. 

When the Northwest Company heard of Louis Selkirk’s plans, they were 
greatly concerned. They worried about the effect that the settlers would have 
on the fur trade. Also, they were scared that this was a play of the Hudson’s 
Bay Company to gain supremacy in the fur trade and acquire the 
Nor’ Westers fur trade. 

Apparently Lord Selkirk had no interest in the rivalry between the two 
companies and was intent upon his first aim, which was emigration. This is 
apparent in the following paragraph: 

“It is consequently almost beyond doubt the fact that it was his 

desire for carrying out his emigration scheme that led him to obtain 

contro! of the Hudson's Bay Company, and not the desire to 

introduce a colony to injure the Northwest trade, as charged.’”° 

This book says that Selkirk had no interest in the Hudson’s Bay Company 

whatsoever. Now tell me what man, who controlled a large portion of the 
stocks of a company, would not be concerned with profits of the company? 
Hogwash! 
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MORE SETTLERS 


While Macdonnell was engaged in making a beginning in the new colony, 
Lord Selkirk was rounding up more colonists. The second party met with a 
great deal of trouble, in Stornoway. The collector of Customs said the 
number on board the ships was greater than the Dundors Act permitted. Lord 
Selkirk’s influence allowed them to proceed on their way, but the trip took it’s 
toll and only fifteen to twenty colonists reached the Red River in the fall of 
1813. 

The colonists, after the second winter, sowed some wheat after they 
prepared the ground with hand hoes. 

Lord Selkirk again recruited more colonists and in June of 1813, under 
Archibald Macdonald, ninety-three colonists spent the winter in Churchill. 
Part of this group reached the Red River on June 22, 1814. Macdonnell 
fetched the remainder in Churchill and arrived with them late that season. 

In 1814, Duncan Cameron, a Nor West officer, convinced 150 of the 
colonists to leave the area and to journey to Canada by canoe. The remainder 
of the colony, numbering about 60 families, were driven from the settlement 
and had to find refuge at Norway House, at the foot of Lake Winnipeg. 

An officer arrived at the Red River by the name of Colin Ribertson, only to 
find a barren colony. He and a group of his men, clerks and servants, 
followed the colonists to Norway House and convinced them to return to the 
Red River. 

With trouble brewing on the horizon between the Nor’ Westers and the 
Hudson‘s Bay Company, Lord Selkirk gathered together a fourth group of 
colonists to travel to the Red River. 

This fourth group brought a new governor, Robert Semple, with them. 
Governor Semple arrived with the colonists, who numbered about 100, in 
October of 1815. Macdonnell, the province's governor, was charged by the 
Nor’Westers with illegalities; had been arrested and sent to Canada to stand 
trial. 

The arrival of the settlers caused much concern in the Red River. The 
following is a table of the numbers of settlers that arrived in different years.® 


When his plan to obtain a majority of the stock of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company finally succeeded, Lord Selkirk and his friends owned a nice chunk. 
Altogether they owned % of the stock in the Hudson’s Bay Company. 


SELKIRK’S SUCCESS 


In May of 1811, a meeting of the stock holders was called and it was there 
that Lord Selkirk presented his proposition of purchasing a tract of land in 
Rupertsland, north of the Red River. He also proposed that he would settle a 
large colony, within a limited time on the land and to assume the expense of 
transporting them, of providing government and protection and also quitting 
the Indian’s title to the said lands. 

Of the total amount of stock represented at the meeting % of it voted in 
favour of Lord Selkirk’s proposal. It would be interesting to know the 
outcome if all who owned stock in the Company were present at the meeting. 
Not even half of the total amount of stock was represented at the meeting. 
And there were some very disturbed stockholders at the meeting. Beware 
Lord Selkirk, you've made some unwanted and unneeded enemies! 

In view of his good fortune, Lord Selkirk soon issued the advertisement 
and prospectus of the new colony. His policy was very comprehensive, he 
said: 

“The settlement is to be formed in a territory where religion is not 
the grounds of any disqualification; an unreserved participation in 
every privilege will therefore be enjoyed by Protestant and Catholic 
without distinction.” 

Lord Selkirk purchased, from the Hudson's Bay Company, 110,000 square 
miles of the most fertile soil on the Red and Assiniboine Rivers. Steps were 
taken to organize a government for the new colony which had taken on the 
name of Assiniboia. In the years beforehand, Lord Selkirk had arranged for 
Miles Macdonnell to superintend his colony at the Red River. 


THE FIRST SETTLERS 


In June of 1811, at Yarmouth on the east coast of England, Captain Miles 
Macdonnell found himself with three ships of the Hudson’s Bay Company. 
These ships were for the Company’s regular trade and to also carry the first 
colonists. 
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YEAR LEFT YEAR ARRIVED IN RED RIVER NUMBERS 
1811 1812 70 
1812 1813 15 or 20 
1813 1814 93 
1815 1815 100 

Approximate Total 270 
Less those who went to Canada in 1814 140 
Permanent High Land Settlers 130 


“This settlement had proved the country to be one of great fertilitv 

and promise; and their early establishment no doubt prevented 

international complications with the United States that might have 

rendered the possession of Rupertsland a matter of uncertainty to 

Great Britain.’ 

In the ongoing conflict between the Nor’ Westers and the Hudson’s Bay 

Company one can see the reasons for the culmination, which brought about 
the Battle of Seven Oaks. 


From the beginning many influences were operating against the success 
of the colonizing expedition. In Britain newspapers contained articles 
discouraging people from going on such an expedition. Even the collector of 
customs at Stornoway, who was a relative of Sir Alexander MacKenzie 
threw every impediment in way of the project. They enlisted some of the 
colonists in working for the Hudson’s Bay Company and even tried to say 
that some of the men on the ships were deserters from Her Majesty's Service. 

On the ships, there was a sale of deserter’s possessions and they 
continued on to North America with only one medical man to handle the ills 
and sickness on three ships! On September 4, 1811, sixty-one days out from 
Stornoway the fleet reached the harbour of York Factory. The late arrival of 
the colony made it impossible to reach the interior so Macdonnell made 
preparations for the colony to winter on the Bay. 

Macdonnell had the colonists prepare comfortable dwellings for 
themselves a few miles from York factory. Next they were directed to find 
fuel for the winter and to obtain food from the factory. There was only one 
difficulty, that being that about one dozen men refused to listen to either 
Macdonnell or Cook, who was the Factor at York Factory. The men held their 
own, gathered their own fuel and food, and lived apart from the rest of the 
colonists. 

The Journey from York factory to the interior would be a long one. Boats 
were along the same lines as a flat boat. 

By July 1, 1812, the colonists were ready to move for the ice was gone 
from the river. In the fall of that year about seventy colonists reached the Red 
River. Again arriving later than intended, they saw the winter closing in. 
Some colonists took shelter in the Company fort and buildings, some in the 
huts of the freed men and some in the tents of the Indian encampment 
nearby. 

Macdonnell selected Point Douglas as the future centre of the colony, a 
point where Kildonan stands now. Because of the shortage of food the 
settlers were moved south to Pembina to be near the buffalo. They erected a 
post there called Fort Daer. 
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Red River Settlement, 1911, District of Assiniboia ceded by 
Hudson Bay Co. to Lord Selkirk. 
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